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                                                January 1, 2017 

“The Importance of Listening” 
 

Welcome to our radio listeners and welcome to you who are watching the broadcast of this service of worship.  

A special welcome to those who are worshiping with us for the first time.  

 

Jan. 1, 2017….a whole new year….brand new…nothing written on its pages as yet…What do we think about this? 

What do we yearn for? What are our hopes and our fears?   In our Wesleyan heritage, we have a tradition of doing 

an examination of our conscience at the beginning of a new year. Others might call this spiritual practice, “taking an 

inventory.” Beginning a new year gives us the opportunity to take stock of where we are at in our relationship to 

God and neighbor. It is a time to look at how we are living our faith and see if we are being led to make some 

changes. 

 

I invite us now to turn to our gospel lesson today to inform our examination of conscience.  

 

As you may have already surmised, these verses from the second chapter of Matthew are very different from last 

week’s selection from Luke.  

 

Last week we celebrated the birth of Jesus. We experienced the joy of the arrival of the long-awaited Messiah. We 

celebrated the tiny baby, wrapped in swaddling clothes. We took in the humble shepherds, the animals in the 

stable, the amazing star, the heavenly host. It was all quite marvelous. It all happened as the angels had told Mary 

and Joseph. 

 

Now we come to a very different turn of events. Instead of joy, we encounter hardship.  

The main characters in this next section of the Jesus story are: Joseph, angel(s) and King Herod.  

A humorous subtitle for this section could be: “Am I Dreaming?” 

 

For a second time an angel comes to Joseph in a dream (the first time the angel appeared, he had told Joseph it was 

ok to be married to Mary, even though she was already pregnant).  In this second dream, the angel told Joseph to 

take the child and his mother and flee to Egypt. It was not safe to stay in Judea; King Herod would send soldiers to 

find the child and have him killed. 

 

Twice now an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. Twice Joseph’s life is turned around.  In both cases, 

there was a big interruption in the course of his life. 

 

But it doesn’t end there. Joseph, Mary and Jesus go to Egypt.  Just think of it. First Mary and Joseph had to travel all 

the way to Bethlehem, and now they had to go to Egypt. Matthew records that they left at night, no doubt so that 

Herod’s people would not see them leaving. It could not have been easy, traveling by night with a young child.  



Biblical scholars say that going to Egypt was not uncommon for Jewish people of the time who needed to seek 

safety. Still, what a disruption in plans.  

 

The Son of God and his parents were refugees. They had to leave their homeland because of a tyrannical, blood 

thirsty, egotistical ruler. 

 

We tend to think that God would spare his son from such a difficult beginning to his life, but such was not the case. 

God protected Jesus and his parents, but did not spare them the journey or the homesickness of being a foreigner in 

a strange land. 

 

When Herod found out he had been tricked by the magi, he gave orders that all children from Bethlehem who were 

two and under be killed.  What cruelty.  What a great loss for the families.  This instance of great suffering could be 

the topic of a series of sermons, but let us return to the passage for today. 

 

We find that Jesus spends his early years in Egypt. Then one day, an angel of the Lord appeared again to Joseph in a 

dream.  This is dream #3 for those of you keeping track. The angel told Joseph it was safe to go back to Israel.  Once 

again, Joseph did as he was told. They headed home.      

                                               

One last time Joseph received a message through a dream. Joseph was told that Herod’s son Archelaus was ruling 

over Judea. The angel warned that it was not safe to go there, so the family went to Nazareth in Galilee.  

                                                      

In all these instances of a holy messenger coming to Joseph, he is given very helpful advice. The angels help Joseph 

to protect his family.  

 

In all these instances, there is a pattern of how Joseph reacts to these messengers. Have you noticed the pattern? 

Here is one way to describe it: receiving, accepting, taking action. 

 

I invite us to consider that the way Joseph responds could be helpful for us as we head into the New Year.  How 

might Joseph point us to a closer relationship with God and neighbor? 

 

First, he is receptive. He is listening for God’s messages. 

 

I can’t help but think of how important this is and how challenging it is to be receptive to God’s messages and 

messengers. 

 

We are so bombarded with so much noise all the time, it is a wonder that we hear anything at all. I am talking about 

deep listening.  

 

Reception….for those of you who are of the younger generation, think about your cell phones for just a minute.  

How many times to you get poor reception?   When our son Stephen went to Haverford College he lived in dorms 

with walls of very thick stone.  It was nearly impossible for us to hear him inside his dorm.  The reception was poor 

no matter how he turned the phone. 



For those of you of a more advanced age, you will understand what I mean when I talk about an antenna on our roof 

for our tv.  Most of the time it works pretty well, and it is even moveable. But sometimes the weather interferes 

with the reception.  

                            

Joseph was receptive to God and God’s messengers.  He kept open to God, and oriented himself to God to better 

hear the message.  He was listening deeply.  The storms of life did not keep him from hearing God.   

 

Secondly, Joseph accepted the message he received.  He didn’t argue with the message, he didn’t ignore it or deny 

it.  He was open to it and accepted it.          

                                                  

Sometimes it is hard to accept a God message.  Sometimes we think we want something so badly and when it 

doesn’t happen the way we thought it should we become deeply disappointed.  Surely Joseph and Mary did not 

want to have to go to Egypt with their first-born child.  Yet Joseph trusted that God knew best what would be for 

their ultimate good. 

 

Thirdly, Joseph acted on the message. He did as he was told by the messenger.  

 

This too can be hard for us.  We are used to being in control and don’t like giving up that freedom.   Many of us fight 

against surrendering our way of doing things.  We pray that God’s will may be done and yet, sometimes that’s not 

what we choose. 

 

Joseph was receptive, he was accepting and he did what the messenger asked him to do. 

 

As we come into this new year as individuals and as a community of faith, may we be emboldened by Joseph’s 

example of attentiveness and receptivity, of acceptance of the messages God sends our way, and may we strive to 

take on that which is asked of us to further God’s purposes here on this earth and beyond.  

 

And may we also know that we will fall down from time to time.  This does not mean we are bad people, it means 

we are human.  May we remember that God is always there to help us get back up again and again and again. 

  

      

 


